Background There is a concern that current specialist occupational health (OH) training programmes in the UK are not delivering nurses equipped to deal with the challenges of emerging practice. The development of new training programmes and advanced nurse practitioner (ANP) roles provide a potential solution. Although a model of advanced nursing practice has been developing, its relevance to OH has not been assessed.
Introduction
In the UK occupational health (OH) nurses focus on the public health of the workplace (including health promotion, health prevention and risk management) rather than providing primary care and treatment for general health issues.
There is a concern that current specialist OH training programmes in the UK are not delivering nurses equipped to deal with the challenges of emerging practice [1] . The development of new training programmes and advanced nurse practitioner (ANP) roles provides a potential solution [2] .
There are no systematically collected data on the size of the OH nursing workforce. The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) provides the professional ShorT reporT register for UK nurses, but it does not record the specialism of all nurses trained in OH. However, data drawn from a number of sources suggests that the total number of nurses in the UK with OH qualifications may be about 4500 [2] .
In 2005, the NMC described the features of advanced nursing practice [3] . However, these have not been described in terms that are directly meaningful to OH, and their relevance has not been assessed. In addition, there are no data available describing the experience and expertise of practising OH nurses (which might inform the development of advanced OH nursing).
The aim of this survey was to collect the views of OH nurses on the relevance of advanced nurse practitioner competencies to the specialty.
Methods
A database of nurses working in OH in the UK was established in 2010 to facilitate communication and research. Nurses working in OH have been encouraged to voluntarily register. At the time of the study 1658 nurses had recorded their contact details in the database.
These nurses were invited to participate in an online survey in September 2011 to assess the potential role of advanced nursing practice in OH. Each nurse directly received an invitation to participate with a link to the survey. Each nurse received one reminder.
Ethical committee approval was not required because no identifiable personal information was collected.
Results
A total of 1105 nurses working in OH responded and 998 responses were sufficiently complete to include in the analysis (response rate 60%). Ninety one per cent of the nurses were female. Fifty three per cent were aged between 45 and 54, with 21% aged between 34 and 45 and 22% aged 55 or older; 29% worked mainly in the NHS, 15% in other parts of the public sector and 13% in manufacturing.
Eighty nine per cent of nurses in OH had a specialist OH qualification: 5% held a postgraduate degree, 44% held a degree or postgraduate diploma, 28% held the diploma of OH nursing and 11% the certificate; 72% were on the specialist part of the NMC register.
Most nurses agreed that almost all the generic ANP competencies (defined by the NMC) were important in current OH nursing practice (Table 1) . OH nurses considered all the ANP competencies would be more important in the future. Only 2% of OH nurse considered all ANP competencies unimportant.
When ANP competencies were presented in a form specific to OH all were considered important by a large majority of nurses (Table 2) .
Sixty three per cent (580/917) of OH nurses agreed that not all nurses in OH teams need to be specialists. However, 57% (522/912) agreed that in the future where OH nurses were working as specialists they should be trained as advanced nurse practitioners.
Seventy one per cent (646/911) of OH nurses agreed that a new multi-disciplinary qualification hosted by a specialist academic body would be beneficial, and 55% (512/918) were interested in taking such a qualification.
Discussion
OH nurses in the UK agreed the NMC's model of advanced nursing is important in their current practice and will become more important in the future. This was especially clear when the generic competencies were rephrased to reflect specific elements of OH practice. Only making a final diagnosis and carrying out treatment were not considered important to current and future practice by the majority of OH nurses. However, these were considered important when presented in a form specific to OH nursing (e.g. interpreting spirometry and writing a rehabilitation plan). Many nurses expressed interest in developing advanced competencies and pursuing additional qualifications.
The vast majority of respondents had a specialist qualification and were on the specialist part of the register. This is broadly consistent with the assumptions used in the previous estimate [2] . However, it suggests that the Although the response rate was good (60%), not all UK OH nurses were invited. This is an important limitation. As nurses first needed to have recorded their contact details on the database and then decided to participate then some selection bias may have arisen. Participants may be more supportive of advanced practice than non-participants.
The limited demographic data available suggest that the respondents are similar in terms of age and gender to all UK OH nurses [4] and those in NHS OH units [5] .
Advanced nursing practice has not been defined for OH. This study has not been designed to define advanced practice in detail, but the data gathered can now be used to inform this. Although specific competencies were suggested in this study, there is no existing consensus.
Advanced OH nursing development has been established in North America for more than 20 years [6] . An early report suggested that nurses believed an advanced programme was needed, but only 44% were interested in enrolling themselves [7] . In this study, most nurses agreed that a new multi-disciplinary OH qualification would be beneficial. Although a large proportion of these were interested in taking such a qualification this should be interpreted cautiously. The cross-sectional design could not measure commitment to development (although only 11% of OH nurses held a postgraduate OH qualification).
There is enthusiasm in OH nursing for the introduction of advanced nursing practice. The Prime Minister's Commission on the Future of Nursing and Midwifery recently emphasized the importance of this [8] : 'Rigid professional and organizational boundaries will vanish, and these interdependent, multi-disciplinary, multi-agency teams will value mutual respect, co-production of health, and commitment to outcome and innovation. Advanced practice based on the best evidence will continue to transform roles and responsibilities.' This is the first study of advanced nursing practice in OH in the UK. While OH nurses acknowledge the relevance of advanced practice, further research is needed to explore nurses' motivations and to develop programmes that enable nurses to meet future expectations of practice in multi-disciplinary teams.
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Key points
• Although nurse development programmes are usually targeted to health care, only a minority of occupational health nurses work mainly in this sector.
• Advanced nurse practitioner competencies are relevant to current occupational health practice and may become more important in the future.
• A new development programme that meets the challenges of future occupational health practice is desirable. 
